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I. Introduction
Emergent educational trends in language teaching and learning in East Asian
contexts include a shift from traditional “teacher-centered” classrooms, toward more
progressive, “learner-centered” approaches. Pedagogical practices currently include
an emphasis on promoting autonomy and producing learners capable of monitoring,
understanding, and managing their learning in a manner independent of their instruc-
tors. In acting autonomously, language learners are increasingly required to have the
ability to take charge of their learning which, for instance, requires them to set goals
and assess their performance (Holec, 1981). Within this context, the use of self-
assessment activities in formal educational settings is considered to be a pillar of
learner autonomy and a fundamental learning strategy for independent language
learning by allowing students to monitor their progress and relate this to their indi-
vidual needs (Harris, 1997).
Self-assessment activities, where students are required to evaluate their per-
formance and progress with reference to rubrics, checklists, or “can do” statements
based on instructional objectives, are an effective way for promoting autonomy in
the classroom by encouraging reflective practices and goal-setting that is typical of
effective evaluation. Concerns have been raised over the appropriateness of using
self-assessments in East Asian contexts and the role they might play in formal edu-
cation since EFL classes are often compulsory, with learning objectives being fixed
at the start of courses, potentially placing limits on individual goal orientation, and
with class sizes often being large, promoting an individualized approach to learning
can be difficult (Harris, 1997; Gardner, 2000). However, it is precisely in these con-
texts that self-assessments may prove to be most beneficial to learners. There is a
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positive general consensus that self-assessments lead to a wide range of advantages
for learners. Among these is the notion that self-assessments can lead to improved
academic performance by engaging learners in self-regulatory processes that enable
them to compare their performance with pre-defined objectives and revise it in order
to make improvements (Andrade, 2010; Ramdass & Zimmerman, 2008). Accord-
ingly, this paper addresses the use of self-assessment activities in a Japanese univer-
sity setting with learners that are typically not encouraged or given the opportunity
to assess their own performance and learning.
This paper seeks to define what self-assessments are, some potential issues re-
lated to their implementation, as well as benefits related to utilizing self-assessment
activities in the language classroom. Following this, a study is presented, including a
description of how self-assessment activities were incorporated into compulsory
English courses at a Japanese university, and students’ perspectives regarding their
use are presented and discussed.
II. Defining Self-assessments
Depending on their purpose, self-assessments can generally be categorized into
two different types: 1) performance-oriented, and 2) development-oriented (Oscar-
son, 1989). Performance-oriented self-assessments tend to measure outcomes at one
particular point in time and are often used as placement tests or diagnosis of lan-
guage skills prior to entering a language program (Saito, 2009). Although issues
pertaining to learners’ ability to evaluate their achievements and objectivity present
potentially serious problems, these forms of assessments have the advantage of be-
ing time and cost efficient (Strong-Klause, 2000). Conversely, development-oriented
self-assessments are concerned with measuring and contributing to the actual process
of learning by being used in an observatory manner that allows instructors and par-
ticipants to observe changes and patterns of development over an extended period
(Saito, 2009). These types of assessments allow learners to be active participants
and are in line with current “student-centered” approaches to learning. Despite this,
some issues related to validity and reliability remain a potential obstacle to their im-
plementation. As such, perhaps performance-oriented self-assessments ought to be
used cautiously and only as a complement to traditional forms of evaluation.
A wide range of similar terminology has been used to describe the process of
learners assessing and getting feedback pertaining to their performance and abilities.
Some of these include self-monitoring, self-evaluation, self-reflection, and so on.
Since self-assessment requires students to consider and evaluate their work, this pa-
per takes the view that like the previously mentioned terms, self-rating, self-grading,
and self-testing can also be potential forms of self-assessment. Others take a more
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restricted view of the differences in terminology. For instance, Andrade and Du
(2007) suggest that distinctions need to be drawn between terms such as self-
assessment and self-evaluation. For them, self-evaluation requires that students make
a summative judgement about their performance and skills, whereas with self-
assessment learners are more focused on the processes and methods of learning.
This paper takes a broad view with respect to terminology related to self-
assessment. As such, self-assessment can be defined as a process by learners that in-
cludes: 1) monitoring and evaluating the quality of thinking and behavior during
learning and 2) identifying strategies and improving understanding and abilities
(McMillan, J. H. & Hearn, J., 2008). In this way, self-assessment is seen as a con-
scious process that includes judgement and self-reflection as learners identify their
strengths and weaknesses, while setting goals or corrective targets based on any dis-
crepancies between current and desired skills and performance. Thus, self-
assessment is conceptualized as an ongoing, cyclical process that includes: 1) self-
monitoring, 2) self-evaluation, and 3) identifying and implementing corrective action
as required (McMillan, J. H. & Hearn, J., 2008).
III. Potential Concerns to Implementing Self-assessment Activities
Perhaps one of the greatest challenges to implementing self-assessment activi-
ties in East Asian contexts such as Japan is the necessary change in roles of students
and teachers since it may upset the traditional perceptions regarding balance of
power in the classroom. The degree to which students are already autonomous can
be significant and a potential obstacle in different cultural contexts with learners that
are less autonomous requiring a greater degree of support when implementing self-
assessment activities (Gardner, 2000). Accordingly, the very notion of autonomous
learning can at times prove to be problematic in these settings. On the topic, Little-
wood (1999) points out that East Asian language learners have a greater capacity for
autonomous learning than given credit for, but makes a clear distinction between pro
-active and re-active autonomy, the latter often being more appropriate, particularly
in the initial stages of promoting autonomous learning. Whereas proactive autonomy
requires learners’ active engagement in most aspects of the learning process and is
more applicable in Western educational settings, re-active autonomy “does not cre-
ate its own directions, but once a direction has been initiated, enables learners to or-
ganize their resources autonomously in order to reach their goal” (Littlewood, 1999,
p.75). Promoting reactive autonomy appears to be compatible with utilizing self-
assessment activities, but implies that instructors should be mainly responsible for
selecting course objectives, defining assessment criteria, and supporting students as
needed.
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Another important issue relates to the validity of self-assessments to accurately
measure performance and skills, thereby potentially negating their reliability
(Gardiner, 2000; Saito, 2009). Further, the research and studies on student self-
assessments to date are perhaps somewhat lacking. Of the research conducted in this
area, the results have been mixed and even contradictory with some studies report-
ing moderate to high levels of learner accuracy, while others suggesting that learners
are incapable of accurately assessing themselves. These results are difficult to ac-
count for, but can perhaps be partially attributed to differences in definitions and the
items being compared, variances in age of participants, the target language, and the
language skills being compared, as well as differences in educational contexts.
Some studies have suggested that learner self-assessments are generally reli-
able. Patri (2002) examined the use of self-assessments in presentation classes,
which were compared to peer and instructor assessments. Relatively strong correla-
tions were found possibly due to the training and practice that participants received.
In another study by Blanche (1990) of adult French learners, it was found that par-
ticipants were able to accurately rate their speaking skills. Another example can be
found in Backman and Palmer’s (1989) study of adult learners of English who were
able to accurately and reliably assess their communicative language abilities.
Other studies have concluded that self-assessment is not a reliable measure of
learners’ performance and abilities. Pierce, Swain, and Hart (1993), comparing
French language self-assessments of abilities and standardized test scores, found
weak correlations on the four language skills examined. In a study by Blue (1988),
considerable discrepancies were found between learners’ self-ratings and those of a
tutor. Likewise, in a study by Thomson (1996) of Japanese learners studying in
Australia, a high degree of diversity was found in the students’ ability to self-mark.
Despite the differences in findings pertaining to accuracy, including studies where
accuracy was an issue, the use of self-assessment activities appears to be widely en-
dorsed and accepted as a pedagogically beneficial tool.
IV. Benefits of Self-assessments
The notion that self-assessment activities are a pedagogically useful tool in
positively assisting language learning seems to be widely accepted by researchers
(Gardner, 2000; Harris, 1997; Gardner & Miller, 1999). Although doubts remain re-
garding the use of self-assessments as measures of learners’ accuracy of language
proficiency, their pedagogical benefits are less debatable. Some of the noted poten-
tial benefits derived from using self-assessments in formal language learning settings
include the promotion of autonomous learning, an increased awareness in one’s pro-
gress, a reduction in frustration, an increase in productivity, higher motivation lev-
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els, and opportunities for reflection and individualization (Rivers 2001; Gardner,
2000; Harris, 1997).
During the self-assessment process, students are afforded opportunities to self-
monitor and self-judge various aspects of their behavior associated with learning
which in turn, allows them to make informed decisions about goals and learning ob-
jectives. Self-monitoring allows students to focus and pay deliberate attention to
their learning in relation to an external standard, thereby creating an awareness of
thinking and progress as it occurs (McMillan & Hearn, 2008). Self-judgement, when
done in relation to pre-defined criteria, allows learners to identify their strengths and
weaknesses (Bruce, 2001). This can assist learners in recognizing progress towards
specific objectives.
Self-assessment activities encourage the kind of reflective and evaluative prac-
tices and goal-setting that are key features of effective and successful language
learning. Since learners are guided to notice gaps in performance and abilities
through the process of self-assessing themselves, utilizing self-assessments is further
supported by Schmidt’s (1990) argument that successes in language learning require
conscious and deliberate awareness and attention by students.
Explicitly promoting greater learner autonomy can be particularly advantageous
to Japanese university students due to the shift in paradigm between high school and
university learning. Although reforms in Japanese high schools continue to be made,
most Japanese high schools continue to use traditional, instructor-centered teaching
practices that are concerned with accuracy and receptive knowledge, with learners
often receiving language instruction in a passive manner in large classes (Kikuchi &
Brown, 2009). Conversely, when entering their university studies, students are often
placed in language classes that seek to engage learners in a more learner-centered
setting that requires the use of productive language skills. Using self-assessment ac-
tivities can help students make the transition more successfully. Self-assessment ac-
tivities can assist in clarifying course objectives for students while simultaneously
raising awareness of specific lesson goals, encouraging reflection, and promoting ac-
tive involvement in students’ overall learning. While promoting self-assessment ac-
tivities can be quite beneficial to university learners in a variety of ways, their intro-
duction into the language classroom should be done carefully and in a calculated
manner that is sensitive to students’ needs and particular learning environment.
V. Study: Students Perspectives Regarding
the Use of Self-assessment Activities
1. Participants and Methodology
The participants in the study were all freshman students at a Japanese univer-
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sity in the School of Economics. All students are required to enroll in compulsory
English courses during their first and second years of study. The sample consisted
of students from two standard level (i.e. beginner) classes from semester one. Al-
though class sizes consisted of approximately 30 students per class, 57 (n＝57) stu-
dents participated in the study due to absences and other reasons.
The course was primarily concerned with improving students’ communicative
competence and lessons were student-centered. The course utilized a textbook to as-
sist in structuring lesson content and aims. In semester one, lessons covered the con-
tent from half the book (i.e. Units one to five). As part of the instructor’s pedagogi-
cal practices, students were asked to assess their performance and abilities using self
-assessment worksheets (see Appendix) after the completion of each unit. In all, stu-
dents assessed themselves five times during the semester. The instructor created
worksheets that reflected the main objectives in each unit. Students were given ap-
proximately 15 minutes to reflect on their learning and to assess their performance
and skills related to each unit. Self-assessment worksheets were also, in part, used
as a form of personalized student-generated feedback to complement teacher-fronted
general feedback during lessons. Further, students received support and training dur-
ing the activity from the instructor to ensure that learners understood the purpose of
the activity and how to correctly evaluate themselves.
In creating and implementing the self-assessment worksheets, the instructor was
careful to take a variety of considerations into account. For instance, as suggested
by Harris (1997), for self-assessments to be effective they need to be integrated with
everyday classroom activities. As such, the activity was incorporated as part of the
regular feedback process of lessons in a manner that fit class time constraints. To
optimize the benefits of the activity, the instructor followed Gardner and Miller’s
(1999) suggestions in creating and implementing the self-assessment worksheets.
Namely, the activity contained the following components: 1) the purpose of the as-
sessment, 2) benefits to the learners, 3) a procedure for conducting and marking it
4) a suggested marking scale, and 5) a choice of follow-up actions related to the re-
sults of the assessment. All recommendations were followed, with the exception of
item 4 due to the self-assessment having a “can do” statements format. Recently, it
has been suggested that self-assessments based on “can do” statements provide a re-
liable measure of learners’ actual linguistic proficiency (Brown, Dewey & Cox,
2014).
The focus of the study was concerned with participants’ perceptions of the po-
tential benefits of the self-assessment activity. To explore the benefits that learners
potentially derived from this activity, a questionnaire was administered to students
after they completed the final self-assessment. Specifically, the questionnaire con-
sisted of statements regarding the self-assessment worksheets and participants were
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asked to agree or disagree with statements about the activity. A four-point Likert
scale (i.e. 4-strongly agree, 3-agree, 2-disagree, 1-strongly disagree) was used for
this purpose. Descriptive statistics were used to analyze the data and to draw find-
ings. Additionally, as is recommended for questionnaires in Japanese settings, to
help ensure accuracy of the translation, the questionnaire was translated from Eng-
lish to Japanese by a bilingual speaker and a back-translation was also performed
(Dornyei & Taguchi, 2010).
2. Results and Discussion
The results of the questionnaire are quite positive and indicate that students
perceived the self-assessment worksheets to be beneficial to their language learning.
This is in line with the instructor’s perceptions of the activity. Figure 1 shows the
results of students’ perceptions pertaining to the self-assessment worksheets. Overall,
student agreement was relatively strong with all statements, suggesting that students
found the activity to be helpful to the process of language learning.
Participants seemed to think that by completing self-assessments, they were
better able to understand course objectives and to prepare for tests. It was hoped
that this would be the case since it is often easy for students to neglect and forget
what teacher expectations and course objectives may be. Self-assessments can serve
as reminder in this regard. In turn, students were better able to prepare for teacher-
created formative assessments in the form of tests. As such, these results suggest
that self-assessment activities can prove to be a useful pedagogical tool in helping
learners prepare for tests and other assessments tasks.
The strong perceptions related to identification of strengths and weaknesses, as
well as the ability to set goals based on the actual assessment suggests that students
were aware and conscious of the language learning process. It is likely that they
were engaged in an ongoing cyclical process of self-monitoring, self-evaluation, and
identification of problem areas, and were able to set learning goals to address their
own specific needs. As such, it would appear that students were able to identify
their learning and performance strategies, provide a form of self-generated feedback
Figure 1 Descriptive statistics of questionnaire responses regarding students’ perceptions
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to themselves, and determine the next steps necessary to enhance their future per-
formance and abilities (McMillan & Hearn, 2008).
Rationale for using self-assessments can also be found with reference to a num-
ber of theoretical frameworks. For instance, self-assessment is a crucial component
of cognitive and constructivist theories of learning and motivation because students
organize, evaluate, and internalize information when learning (McMillan & Hearn,
2008). According to Shepard (2001), a learner’s ability to self-monitor and to think
about learning are key components to knowledge construction. Students are then
able to connect new knowledge and skills with what they have already learned and
the ability to make such connections is facilitated by using self-assessments, provid-
ing a mechanism to enhance learning in a meaningful manner; thereby resulting in
higher confidence and greater levels of motivation (McMillan & Hearn, 2008). Deci
and Ryan’s (2000) self-determination theory provides further evidence to support the
use of self-assessment activities. According to this theory, actions and behaviors that
are more self-determined, and less susceptible to external controls lead to more in-
ternalized and higher levels of intrinsic motivation. A case can be made that assess-
ing oneself can lead to feelings of a high degree of self-determination and conse-
quently, to sustained motivation levels to learn a language.
Some potential limitations of this study include the small sample size and the
relatively short duration that students had to do self-assessments. Additionally, fu-
ture research can benefit from a more comprehensive set of questions to determine
perceptions in greater detail and to answer other questions, such as those pertaining
to any claims about motivation level. Also, a more comprehensive analysis of any
future data is recommended.
VI. Conclusion
Self-assessment represents a dynamic pedagogical process that all teachers can
implement with their students. Despite concerns over accuracy and reliability, in-
structors can utilize self-assessment activities to help their students in raising aware-
ness through self-monitoring, evaluating, and setting meaningful learning goals for
future attainment. Seen in this way, self-assessment has the potential to promote
autonomy among learners and contribute to a student-centered curriculum where stu-
dents and teachers alike share responsibility in the difficult process of acquiring pro-
ficiency in a language.
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Appendix
Sample self-assessment worksheet.
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